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Transforming in the Here and Now


In the fifty years I’ve been involved in practicing and teaching meditation, I have met thousands of people looking for encouragement to help navigate the daily challenges of life and remind them that they are resilient and capable. So many of us long for insight that can be easily translated into the situations of our day-to-day lives. This book offers guidance in bite-size amounts, ready to access when we need inspiration most. Each of the items is a standalone piece: a reflection to help you shift perspective, an immediate practice, an encouragement to help broaden your view and open your heart, a way to find rest for a bit, or a prompt to expand mindfulness and deepen compassion. Each emphasizes transformation in the here and now, harnessing the power of wisdom, and living the very best life we can through strengthening, caring, and connection.

The selections come in seven different shapes and sizes arrayed throughout the book, so opening to any page can offer a fresh thought, story, or suggestion.

I’ve included statements from my personal learning over the many years of my meditation practice that I feel are worth remembering, including during recent and particularly difficult times. The short essays offer a thought for the day or a reflection that can help change your perspective or guide you to dare to be different. You’ll find snippets from compelling interviews I’ve had with inspiring people. I’ll show a bit of what they said and why it matters. I keep a collection of arresting or inspiring quotes or passages from people I admire, and I’ve shared many of them here. We all need help and reminders sometimes, so you’ll find one-page meditation practices on a particular theme, such as offering lovingkindness, and receiving lovingkindness offered to you. I’ve offered several examples of what I call meditation in action. That’s when you combine a brief meditation practice with an activity that occurs in the midst of daily life, such as washing dishes. And I’ve included brief stories that illustrate a theme or the depiction of a place or a special object that has opened my heart or lifted my spirits. I think of these as soul stories.

May these pockets of inspiration, drawn from years of practice and friendship, help you as much in your life as they have in mine.

Enjoy!
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Love Is Always Present



    The light of love is always in us, no matter how cold the flame. It is always present, waiting for the spark to ignite, waiting for the heart to awaken.

    —bell hooks



It certainly might not feel like the light of love is always within us. Sometimes we might feel resentful of our friends and family, or get angry at ourselves, and think we have no goodness or kindness available. But all of us are born with the capacity to love and connect, and we can develop these capacities and awaken our hearts to be available no matter what the circumstances.





Overcoming Adversity


Psychologists talk about a phenomenon called Early Life Adversity. It refers to the conditions that can arise from losing parents, physical or sexual abuse, or physical or emotional neglect. I’m sure we’ve all at one time or another—in childhood or adulthood—felt the sting of feeling unloved, and the way it can seep into us so that we come to feel actually unlovable. I think about how likely that would be for many of the nearly half a million children in foster care in the United States.

Children in foster care who make it to adulthood often face many difficulties.

Studies have shown an increased incidence of early mortality and elevated levels of depression, suicide, and cardiovascular disease. Early life adversity can carry long-lasting ripple effects, and one of the ways that shows up is in a higher incidence of inflammation in the body—which puts a person at risk for many negative outcomes.

I was encouraged when I learned that a kind of compassion training developed at Emory University in Atlanta showed positive results in a population of children from age 13 to 17 in foster care. These young people learned, as the study reports, “to challenge unexamined assumptions regarding feelings and actions toward others, with a focus on generating spontaneous empathy and compassion for the self as well as others.”

And, as a number of other studies have shown, it turns out that this friendliness and love is good for not only the metaphorical heart but for the body itself and, in the case of the Emory study, the actual physical beating heart. The researchers included biological measures (e.g., saliva tests, stress hormones) to assess whether the practice was making a difference. The children who trained themselves to generate more compassion for themselves and others showed lower levels of inflammation, and therefore may have decreased the chances of bad health outcomes in the future.

I found this an inspiring lesson for us all on the significance of challenging unexamined assumptions, like “I am not worth much” or “I can’t make a difference for anyone else.” When we can look at these thoughts with compassion, something truly powerful can occur: an experience of love that isn’t dependent on the circumstances we find ourselves in, and that doesn’t evaporate in the midst of really big challenges.
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The Courage to Open to Equanimity


This is from a conversation with Joél Leon (formerly Joel L. Daniels). He is a performer, author, and storyteller, specializing in leading conversations about race, masculinity, mental health, creativity, and the performing arts. He’s the author of A Book About Things I Will Tell My Daughter and God Wears Durags, Too.

Joél: I’ve found that we’re made up of so many different things, and it’s easy to start focusing on the things we despise most about ourselves or the things that we think “need the most work” as opposed to just being able to hold all those things. It takes courage to be with them all but not cling to them—to allow everything to fully live in that space. I can see the despair, pain, and angst, but I also know that there’s something outside that’s joyous, and I can hold space for both of those things. The joy doesn’t take away from the despair.

We begin to see that people get to be more than one thing, situations can be more than one thing, a breath is more than one thing. In a moment, being with my own breath is a small act of courage. Seeing the breath come in with everything that’s here, and seeing the breath go out and letting everything go. Asking myself: How can I give you grace? How can I offer you peace? Those are great acts of courage that we can give ourselves on a daily basis.

And it’s hard to show up in the world as ourselves because of what people may say. But the way I see it, we’re all poems. I think we all have a poem in us. The less judgmental we are about how our poems manifest themselves in the world, the more truthful and joyful we are and our art is. The more we’re just allowing ourselves to be liberated and detached from the way we’re “supposed to” show up, the more loving and connected we become to all of ourselves.

Sharon: Even after meditating for fifty years, I’ve found that troublesome emotional issues don’t just disappear, but rather I have an opportunity to relate differently to everything I’m going through. A friend sent me a mug emblazoned with a phrase I use often: “We feel what we feel.” The reason I say that a lot is because it’s been an important lesson for me. I’ve seen we have to allow the dignity of every feeling, without blaming ourselves or trying to push away anything. But we also don’t need to take every feeling to heart, identifying with it, and imagining it is all we will ever feel. We can be with painful feelings differently, with compassion for ourselves instead of judgment. We can practice to not forget or overlook the joy and goodness that are also there. The wisdom of equanimity reminds us that we don’t have to get over how we’re feeling. It takes courage to turn toward ourselves with compassion and tenderly hold both our fear and joy. Somehow, we have space for both to be true because they both are true.
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